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I recently read about a study done some years ago, in which psychologists at the University of 
California sought to understand why some people succeed while other people with equal talents and 
opportunities fail. Working with 1700 students over a span of six years, they paired people with the same 
IQs, GPAs, incomes, etc. They concluded the single most important factor in identifying future success or 
failure was a strong self-image, free of fear and doubt (Dowling, SJ – Have you Heard the Good News). 

Who doesn’t have fears? But what do you fear? To be clear, there is a healthy sense of fear, but 
also unhealthy fears. Healthy fears prevent us from putting ourselves in harm’s way or making bad 
decisions. But unhealthy fears, tend to be ones that are unreasonable. They keep us from being free and 
totally alive. Among others, these unhealthy fears—these worries—include fears that we will miss out on 
opportunities and options; that we will be an outsider in society, at work, school, or even in family; fear of 
failure; fear that the things to which Jesus calls me won’t bring true and ultimate happiness; fear of being 
alone; fear of dying; fear of not being loved in return. And by the way, in whatever way you’re inclined to 
gossip, think of how much that’s rooted in some fear, that very likely is an unhealthy fear. To be clear, 
these unhealthy fears are not from God, but nonetheless they are very real to us. 

I understand it and believe me, I have my own fears: fear of not being authentic to my vocation of 
conforming myself to Jesus; fear of your rejection or anger for speaking the truths I believe God puts in my 
mouth; yet also fear of facing God if I avoid speaking hard truths; fear of not communicating the faith in a 
way that is meaningful or relevant to you; etc.  

Again, these unhealthy fears are not from God. They keep us from being alive in His love. And most 
of our fears are rooted in a lack of belief—or call it lack of trust, or doubt—that the lives to which God calls 
us will truly lead us to happiness.  
 

Jesus—who in today’s Gospel, is commissioning the Twelve to go out and face the world with all its 
challenges, its negativity, it’s refusal to accept him—he tells the apostles that there are causes for fear, but 
those aren’t them. Instead, he says, fear God.  
 But the word fear, in this case, is not fear as we commonly understand it. It’s not fear, as in dread, 
or something that threatens danger. Instead it’s fear that can perhaps better be described as ‘awe’ that 
moves us to contemplate Him, and hold Him in wonder. And with it, it’s recognizing God as something truly 
greater than ourselves, our source of life—its beginning, but also the source of our every breath.  
 And then with this sense of fear—fear of God—we bear in mind that this God loves us so much and 
desires such intimacy with us, that he knows every fiber of our being, is aware of every hair on our head. 
And yet we also bear in mind that we don’t exist because we have anything to offer God; we have nothing 
He needs. Instead, we exist because he loves us. That’s our truest self-image. 
 And as St. John tells us, it’s our inability to live in that perfect love and to reflect it, that we are 
captive in fear. He says that “there is no fear in love, but perfect love drives out fear because fear has to do 
with punishment, and so one who fears is not yet perfect in love” (1 John 4:18). 
 

Instead of being consumed and crippled by these unhealthy fears that are not from Him, we are 
called to fear Him, to contemplate Him and His love for us. Really. Somehow, the more we do, I believe the 
more we can know ourselves, our self-image. But also, it will lead us out of the darkness of fear, toward 
light, trust and peace, and ultimately, perfect love. 


